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THE ORIGINS OF THE ESSAY COMPARED IN 
FRENCH AND ENGLISH LITERATURES. 

II. 

THE purpose of this paper is to determine, if possible, the character- 
istics of the Essay, and the conditions under which it can be produced. 
In the first half of the contribution (published in January) Montaigne's 
work was taken as the most suitable type of the Essay, and it was 

argued that the essayist, as exemplified in his writings, displayed three 
characteristics. He is a thinker who, dissatisfied with the prospects 
which life offers, has recourse to the art or erudition of another age; 
but one who, instead of burying himself in the world of books, uses 
them as a guide to reconcile himself and others to things as they are; 
and thirdly a writer whose style conceals its art so well that his pages 
read like a soliloquy. It was contended that without any one of these 
characteristics the Essay loses its individuality and charm, ceases to be 
a genre, and should be relegated to some other class of detached writing. 
As literature is a growth and not a mechanical process, it is infinitely 
susceptible to social and cultural influences, and the present writer then 
went on to show that the French Essay lost and never recovered its 

identity owing to certain conditions. Chief among these, in the seven- 
teenth century, was the rise of the Salons, with their ideals of intellectual 
conversation. It remains to see whether the development of the Essay, 
in other countries, corresponds to the principles laid down. 

The material for the most striking comparison is to be found in 

England. The Renascence was the golden age of essay-writing and 
as English prose did not become academic or even formalised till the 
Revolution, the mere habit of keeping common-place books was bound 
sooner or later to end in the publication of essays. The first English 
collection is anonymous and is entitled Remedies against Discontent, but 
the writer was followed by Cornwallis, Robert Johnson, Tuvill, Stephens, 
Brathwaite, Mason, Peacham and others who all called their fragmentary 
productions essays and more or less followed or coincided with Montaigne 
in the choice of subjects. Though their desultory writings have the 

moralising and meditative manner which characterises the type, neither 
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144 Origins of the Essay in French and English Literatures 

the style nor the opinions are remarkable. As the story of practically 
all their lives is unknown, we can form only the most general idea of 
the conditions which influenced their work. Its mediocrity proves that 

essay-writing had become a habit, if not a fashion. Fortunately there 

appeared another essayist, second only to Montaigne, and when we 
examine his life we find that his literary greatness is due to the same 
kind of impulses as those which actuated his prototype. 

Bacon's first slim volume, which appeared in 1597, does not contain 

essays in the true sense of the word. The style is aphoristic and 

epigrammatic, but jejune and impersonal, and the thought is confined 
to the narrow and practical problem of success at Court. Whether or 
no these were suggested by Lord Burghley's Precepts or Directions, 
which at that time existed in MS., they read more like a book of courtesy 
brought up to date than a collection of essays. They might almost be 

styled the manual of the opportunist. These limitations are not the 
result of inexperience. Bacon was thirty-seven years old when he 

published his first edition and the style, with all its faults, displays 
that concentration and control of thought which marks the born writer. 
The thought itself is not that of an essayist. Bacon was then full of 
ardour and of ambition. The glamour of a public career, which in that 

enterprising age hypnotised even poor Gabriel Harvey, had taken 

possession of his imagination. As a boy he had served in the British 

embassy at Paris. Since the age of twenty-three he had been a member 
of Parliament. Since 1591 he had intrigued with Essex. He believed 
in the promise of the future, and however much he had set his heart 
on scientific research, he intended also to be a man of action and not 
a penurious and secluded student. It is not out of such confidence 
and enthusiasm that an author can expect to rival Marcus Aurelius, 

Montaigne or Lamb. He had not, at this stage, the essayist's attitude 
of mind. By 1625 the final edition appeared 'enlarged both in number 
and weight, so that they are, indeed, a new work.' As compared with 

Montaigne, Bacon's essays at first sight seem fundamentally different. 
London had, at that epoch, developed far more rapidly than Paris. 
The forces of the nation were already centred in the capital, and the 
Court and Parliament had become not only the seat of political power 
but a laboratory for studying the science of government. So it is not 

surprising to find that Bacon's mind still runs on questions of statecraft 
and of courtiership. But when we start to re-read the volume, we find 
that Bacon's point of view has completely changed since 1597. Like 

Montaigne he is now an onlooker. He is no longer teaching himself or 
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others how to succeed at Court; he is teaching his readers how to think, 
and the art of ruling happens to be uppermost in their minds. So he 

explains, exposes, unmasks. For this reason, again like Montaigne, 
Bacon is now impressed with the immense value of learning, especially 
of the classics. Fuller describes him as 'a great honourer of antient 
authors, yet a great deviser and practiser of new waies of learning'.' 
After drawing on his own experience or observations to discuss what is 

fittest, he refers to antiquity to decide what is best. Many of the most 

striking thoughts put forth without any acknowledgement are (to say 
the least) similar to passages in Greek, Latin or Italian authors. He 
even maintains that for a real grasp of business a knowledge of books 
is even more helpful than a knowledge of men2. But as we become 
more familiar with the rather disconcerting mannerisms of Jacobean 

thought, we penetrate to the fundamental idea of Bacon's essays and 
realise how profoundly his purpose resembles that of his French proto- 
type. Bacon's thought is the best equipment for a man engaged in 
the unavowed duel with himself. The ex-chancellor is never tired of 

warning his readers against trusting to appearances or admiring what- 
is merely imposing. As if by accident, he is always discovering new 
and unexpected examples of self-deception and of meanness. While 

discussing topics of public interest, he is constantly turning one's eyes 
in upon oneself. While seeming to teach men how to mould their 

fortunes, he is really teaching them how to mould their characters. 
Thus in spite of an appearance of worldliness and of administrative 

capacity the tenor of Bacon's mind harmonises with the tenor of 

Montaigne's. 
Their two styles are distinct but similar. Unlike Montaigne, Bacon 

lived in an age of conceits and clinches, and he could not escape 
the atmosphere of his time. But his epigrams are the illustrations 
of thought and not the triumphs of conversational wit. Ben Jonson 
declared that 'no man ever spoke more neatly; more presly, more 

weightily, or suffered less emptinesse, lesse idlenesse, in what he 
uttered3.' Rawley concludes that his 'opinions and assertions were, for 
the most part, binding...rather like oracles than discourses4.' As was 
shown in the first part of this article the influence of the Salons had 
seduced many French authors from the essay-writing for which they 
were gifted, and the sign of this defection will be found in the con- 
versational preciosite of their style. But with Bacon the art of 

1 ChtLrch-History of Britain, 1655. 2 Essay XXII. 
3 Timber, 1641. 4 Resuscitatio, 1657. 
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146 Origins of the Essay in French and English Literatures 

conversation ended in the precision of thought and he wrote in the 

style of soliloquy. There is all the difference in the world between 

describing children as 'hostages given to fortune' and describing chairs 
as 'les commodites de la conversation.' Bacon's is the style of a writer 
who is communing with himself, who is winning his way into other 

people's minds by showing the working of his own. It is only because 
his disposition is so reticent and his thought is so chastened and con- 
centrated that its character is lost in the effect. 

In fact Bacon, as an old man clinging to the emoluments and 

submitting to the humiliations of high office under a court favourite, 
or languishing in disgrace, is essentially one of the spiritual exiles who 
turn to study for the satisfying sense of reality which they cannot buy 
at the world's price. In some respects the Jacobean and Caroline ages 
were more congenial to men of this stamp than was the corresponding 
epoch in France, because the male portion of society was left to pursue 
culture in its own way. Women played a prominent part in the gay 
life of the capital, but if they influenced literature, it was only as 
a theme for cavalier lyrics. There were no Salons and there was little 
or none of the kind of literature which, as we have seen, Salons produced. 
Fuller, Sir Philip Warwick, Clarendon and Burnet did indeed write 
portraits of historical characters, modelled on Thucydides or Livy, but 
the reader will look in vain in our language for an encomium of social 

accomplishments such as the portrait of C16omire (Mlle de Rambouillet) 
or of Parth6nice (Mme de Sable) in Grand Cyrus. Englishmen, such 
as Arthur Wilson, Weldon, Warwick and Richard Baxter, wrote more 
or less private histories from a personal point of view, yet Sir William 

Temple was the first to write anything even distantly comparable to 
the French Memoires. On the other hand there were plenty of notable 
conversationalists, including, besides Bacon, Ben Jonson, Howell, Carew, 
Hampden, Vane, Hutchinson, Earle, Hales, Waller, Cowley; but they 
made their reputations among men in private symposia. Those who had 
inherited from the age of Euphuism the taste for conversational artistry 
succeeded in exercising their gifts by developing the Theophrastan 
character sketch. Aristotle in Bk In of his Rhetoric delineated a 
few human types as models for 'Middle Comedy,' and his disciple 
Theophrastus following the same idea created a much larger number 
of social types, suitable as dramatis personae for the 'new Comedy.' 
Jacobeans went further and described any character and finally any 
institution which lent itself to humorous treatment. The art consisted 
in selecting for enumeration those traits which are common to all 
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members of the class portrayed so that the type is at once recognised. 
At the same time the descriptions must have so much of the warmth 
and colour of conversation that the subject appeals to some emotion. 
The reader should be filled with amusement or contempt or admiration. 
This form of composition has little in common with the French portrait, 
but it amounts to a series of illustrations for the Essay. The character 
sketch embodies the same spirit as the Essay, but leaves out its erudition 
and its contemplation. In the hands of Overbury and his circle it 
became an appendix to Bacon's Essays and Peacham's Compleat Gentle- 
man. In the hands of Earle it deals with the less conspicuous questions 
of conduct and of conscience and should be read with Jeremy Taylor's 
Holy Living and Holy Dying. 

It is not of course to be expected that all humanists and moralists 
should write essays. Some, like Burton and Sir Thomas Browne, 
though admirably qualified, both by disposition and training, were 
more in love with the academic dignity of a connected treatise, and 
others, like Reginald Scot, Nashe, Dekker, Gifford, Cotta, Milton, 
Filmer, Ady, Wagstaffe and Webster, were too completely absorbed by 
the controversies of the time to miss opportunities of writing pamphlets. 
But a sufficiently large number of authors have produced essays and 
characters, to prove that the age was congenial to that form of self- 

expression. The period from the accession of James I to the outbreak 
of the Civil War is characterised by an ever-growing veneration for 

learning and by an ever-increasing spirit of reaction after the hopes 
of Elizabeth's reign. Erudition and disillusionment were the note of 
the time and, as we have seen, these were the chief features of 
Montaigne's immediate environment. 

The Civil War suspended but did not abolish these conditions, and 
as no new literary form took possession of the field at the Restoration, 
it is not surprising that the Essay survived until the Revolution. With 
the succession of William and Mary, English culture was possessed by 
a new spirit. It became the function of literature not to mirror life but 
to recreate it. Almanzor was conceived to be more noble and imperious 
and Cato more virtuous and resigned than any real mortal. Even 
fraudulent prentices like Barnwell and dissolute gamesters like Beverley 
were expected to inspire tears of compassion. Vergil and Homer were 
translated, because they were supposed to depict a heroism and a 

gentility which no story of modern life could offer. Satire was to 
exhaust the arts of rhetoric in order that vice might be portrayed with 
all the disfigurements of a monstrosity. Genres which could have no 

10-2 
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148 Origins of the Essay in French and English Literatures 

pretensions to such creativeness were yet to civilise by adventitious 
excellencies. If the subject-matter was trivial, they could at any rate 

display their author's ingenuity and give the reader the pleasure of 

exercising his literary taste. These conceptions, which gradually took 

possession of the nation from the age of' Dryden to the age of Johnson, 
were partly borrowed from Silver Latin and partly from the court 
of Louis XIV and expressed the nation's new felt desire for progress 
and culture. It was, in the language of Defoe, a projecting age. The 

atmosphere of the seventeenth century, in which the Essay flourished, 
had disappeared, and the type ought to have vanished from England as 

completely as it had vanished from France. Instead of that, it reappeared 
in a new form sufficiently important to inspire imitation in both France 
and Germany and so popular that Addison compared the genre to 

Ulysses's bow 'in which every man of wit or learning may try his 

strength 1.' 

Though literature, since the Renascence, had become as imitative 
as the art of war, this development finds no parallel in other countries, 
and as a phenomenon it appears, at first sight, so contrary to the 

principles laid down in the foregoing inquiry, that a few words must be 

spent on its explanation. The cause will be found, not in any cult of 
the Essay of the Renascence, but in the peculiar social condition of 

England. While the compatriots of Richelieu and Mazarin were 

learning to think nobly in drawing-rooms, aloof from the friction of 

ordinary life, the contemporaries of Hampden and of Milton were 

realising their power as a class in politics. All through the Civil War, 
the Protectorate and the Restoration, this great body of citizens became 
more and more homogeneous and conscious of its destiny. They found 
their own literature in the enormous output of pamphlets, corrantos, 
diurnals and broadsides, and when the theatres were closed and the 
taverns were shut, they made coffee-houses their place of assembly. 
The absolutism of the Stuarts, the dissipation of the aristocracy, the 
schemes of Louis XIV, the intrigues of the Jesuits, whether real or 

imagined, continued to keep this class united and on its guard, and 
when the Revolution at last brought them security, there was little in 
the new and unpopular Court at Hampden to charm them out of their 

bourgeois culture. They cared little for Congreve's wit, Waller's senti- 

mentality or Dryden's efforts at heroic drama, but they were very far 
from losing the habit of reading and discussing. To satisfy their 
interest, a new and multitudinous growth of fugitive literature came 

1 Guardian, 98. 
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into existence and English journalism was established. In all the 

periodical publications from Pecke's Perfect Diurnall to Defoe s A Review 

of France the investigator will find nothing which foreshadows the 
recrudescence of the Essay. They were, for the most part, factious 

fly-sheets and broadsides engaged in an unequal contest with the 
restrictions of the censorship. But after the Licensing Act had col- 

lapsed in 1688 and periodicals appeared every year dealing with topics 
as different as etiquette and plague precautions in France, their immense 

importance was accidentally discovered by Richard Steele in 1709. 
The journalistic press of London was at that period the only means 
of catching a reader when he or she was in a natural mood. All other 
kinds of literature were imposing; their form or their subject-matter or 
their associations transcended the reader; they could be approached 
only after an interval of mental preparation. The newspaper was the 
one literary recreation which the average person could enjoy without 

sacrificing his ordinary self. 
It was thus that the essayist of the eighteenth century was given 

his opportunity. The industrious and domesticated middle class was 
full of a practical and intelligent curiosity in life. They were interested 
in character, education, manners and morality. They had a sense of 
humour and a sense of pathos; above all they were determined to learn 
how to live well. Though no man could assimilate the culture of his 

age without absorbing its artificiality, the literature of the coffee-houses 
still kept open an approach to their common-sense. The same reader 
who perused a book of verse epistles for the pleasure of tracing analogies 
to Horace would welcome a friendly discussion of his own personal 
problems in so informal a publication as a news-sheet. Thus there was 
an eager and appreciative public waiting for the essayist; that is to say 
for the writer who could give intimate and confidential counsels on 
conduct, based on the experience of other ages. Once again a colm- 

parison will reveal the significance of these facts. France also had her 

popular press. Between 1649 and 1652 the Fronde occasioned a crop 
of Courriers and Mercures no less polemical than the Thomason' tracts 
and no more lacking in merit. These were followed by a number of 
Gazettes, beginning with La Muse historique (1650-65), many of them 
couched in verse and all of them more elegant than their counterparts 
across the Channel. But the French middle class lacked a civilisation 
of its own and looked to the aristocracy for culture, so their journalism 
reached its goal in Le Mercure Galant, a lively record of high society in 
the form of a letter which, founded by Donneau de Vis6 in 1672, con- 
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tinued as Mercure de France till 1820, but reached its highest usefulness 
as the prototype of the 'petits journaux' and its greatest distinction 
when it was 'lu par le Roi.' The English middle class produced the 
Tatler, Spectator, Examiner, Guardian, Freeholder, Onlooker which 
contain some of the suavest humour, the most homely wisdom, and 
the least affected prose in the language. Many of the contributors 
were not essayists in the more scholarly sense of the word. Steele 
in spite of his flashes of insight and his touches of characterisation was 
never more than a social pamphleteer of genius. Defoe in his hundreds 
of contributions hovers between the role of a political agitator and the 
role of a sensationalist. Gay, Budgell, Arbuthnot, Wotton, Tickell 

display no particular talent for occasional writing. Pope lacked sym- 
pathy and Swift lacked every other feeling. But Berkeley with his 
fund of abstract knowledge which he knew how to distil into moral 
counsels' would have developed into a great essayist if The Minute 

Philosopher had not claimed his energies. 
The most complete type of the eighteenth century essayist is, of 

course, Addison, and it is instructive to notice that his education and 

temperament correspond to the qualities which we have laid down as 

being typical of the genre. Though he rose to be .under-secretary of 
State and one of the lords commissioners of trades and married a countess, 
Addison had no reason to regard his public career or his wedded life as 
a success. He was shy, reticent and utterly inept at business. His 

timidity and self-suppression are well illustrated by his habit of ridiculing 
others with ironical praise. On the other hand, he had visited foreign 
countries and had observed men, and had acquired the faculty of divining 
other people's thoughts and peculiarities. His mind was so stored with 
erudition that his point of view was that of the classics. He had their 
sense of proportion, their eye for the fitness of things, their interest in 
moral questions and their urbane amusement at human frailty. Un- 

practical and reserved as ever, Addison had great difficulty in finding 
a field for these gifts. He tried Latin verse, then archaeology, then 
a book of travels, then English verse and drama2. At last Steele, by 
founding The Tatler, brought him into touch with his proper public. 
From 1710 till 1715, Addison succeeded in transforming his classical 
wisdom and insight into counsels, admonitions, and illustrations homely 
enough to suit the middle class, which inspired and responded to these 
efforts. Like the Grecian that he was, he frequently made a practice 

1 Guardian, Nos. 27, 39, 49, 70, 77. 
2 The first four acts of Cato were completed by 1703. 
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of symbolising his ideas, sometimes in allegories imitated from the 
Platonic mythus, and sometimes in character sketches, like the incom- 

parable Coverly papers. At the same time it must not be forgotten 
that his genius was constrained by the necessity of attracting and 

holding a public that would buy his and Steele's daily issues. The 
Essay was already beginning to fall a victim to journalism. 

This paper leaves many difficulties in the appreciation of the Essay 
unsolved. Even if it is not necessary to review Italian and German 
literatures which are comparatively barren in this genre, no theory can 
be established without investigating and explaining the nineteenth 

century, which promised an immense revival of this kind of writing 
and yet (always excepting Lamb) achieved only a half result. Some 

pages would also have to be devoted to ancient literature from the age 
of Augustus onwards, for no civilisation seemed to provide more amply 
the conditions out of which the Essay develops and yet neither Plutarch, 
Horace, Seneca nor Marcus Aurelius is a true essayist; But the present 
article has already exceeded its allotted bounds and these questions 
must be reserved for a future contribution or for the investigation of 
the intelligent reader. 

H. V. ROUTH. 
LONDON. 
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